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Abstract: The modern labour market has increasingly put the inner working life on the agenda. This 
stems from a number of societal changes: the knowledge society and its need of personalised 
competences and work investments in welfare services, the transformation from subject-object 
relationships to subject-subject relationships and the emergence of the "learning organisations" and 
reflexive leadership. All of this has been the subject of critical analyses tracing modern work life 
identities, conflicts, organisational and societal structuration. Against this background the accounts 
and conceptualisations of work life involving people to people interactions offered by 
psychodynamic theories and methods take up a pivotal position. Psychoanalytic organisational and 
work life research explores how work, organisations and individuals are affected by psychic 
dynamics, the influence of the unconscious in the forms of human development and interaction 
situated in a societal context. Based on this substantial work I draw upon two influential 
psychoanalytical positions—the British Tavistock position and German psychoanalytic social 
psychology in order to situate and identify how to understand the inner and outer life at work—in a 
generic display of concepts, methods and epistemology.
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1. The Inner Work Life
The modern labour market has increasingly put the inner working life on the 
agenda. This is a result of a number of developments. Firstly, the replacement of 
industrial society by the knowledge society has necessitated an ever growing 
involvement of personalised capacities and investments in work execution. 
Secondly, increasingly more sophisticated work arrangements based on 
independent knowledge acquisition require different skills, competences and 
qualifications than industrial society and earlier forms of knowledge work. Thirdly, 
work tasks in the fields of health care, social work and education require the 
development of personalised skills profiles as an indispensable component of 
professional identity. Fourthly, the relations of professionals to clients in welfare 
settings have developed from subject-object relationships to subject-subject 
relationships and from this follows an intensified need for inner reflection by 
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professionals and citizens. Finally, the trend towards learning organisations and 
the blossoming of theories of reflexive leadership and management reflect the 
growing recognition of work as internal and external interactions. These 
developments have also been the subject of critical analysis. Research into work 
life, organisational sociology, social policy and education has documented that 
although the discourse of modernisation gradually has acknowledged the 
emotional aspect, these very same processes tend to exclude, manipulate and 
discipline the emotional and professional aspects of work life. Many workplace 
environments establish an emotional discourse which constructs the employees 
within rhetoric of love demanding engagement and dedication and the investment 
of emotional capital from the staff (ÅKERSTRØM ANDERSEN, 2009). Some 
businesses require their employees to attend personal development courses, 
which take place in a setting apparently devoid of power—even though such a 
thing is not possible (BOVBJERG, 2010, 2011). In Scandinavian human service 
institutions the need for evidence and documentation of the effectiveness of 
welfare services has increased the implementation of target-driven and 
monitoring procedures in hierarchical workplace structures. In this process the 
focus moves away from professional interpretation and reflection and 
consequently the development of practice near knowledge, professional doubt, 
unsuccessful work processes and the troubling dimensions of work become more 
and more "unspeakable" due to the focus on rational performance measurement 
(ANDERSEN & DYBBROE, 2011, p.264). Research studies investigating the 
neo-liberal development of welfare services has pointed to yet another tendency 
with far-reaching consequences for practice, policy and services: the classic neo-
liberal construction of the "welfare subjects" shaped in terms of a deficit model, 
lacking certain enlightenment traits: as dependent, unpredictable, unable to act in 
their own best interests and lacking agency. The implications of this are that 
clients and citizens become positioned as passive and long-term objects of 
welfare policies and that practitioners become a long-term necessity in welfare 
development. This stands in contrast to the psycho-social paradigm in which the 
subject is theorised and positioned as ambivalent, driven by defence and 
emotions, a unique centre of subjective experiences with agency saturated by, 
impacting on and impacted by its social world (FROGGETT, 2002; HOGGETT & 
FROST, 2008, p.440). The implication of the latter approach thus situates 
client/citizen development as possible but sometimes unpredictable, as a 
dynamic part of their family, network and local community. [1]
Against this background the accounts and conceptualisations of work life 
involving people to people interactions offered by psychodynamic theories and 
methods take up a pivotal position, since they offer critical and deconstructive 
contributions (MEEK, 2003). Based on their theoretical and empirical work I draw 
upon two influential psychoanalytical positions, the British Tavistock position and 
German psychoanalytic social psychology, in order to situate and identify how to 
understand the inner and outer life at work—in a generic display of concepts, 
methods and epistemology. In short, the Tavistock tradition rooted in action 
research and the original Kleinian and Bionian tradition form the methodological 
and knowledge base for many international further education courses and 
consultancies within the private and public labour market as well as for a 
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substantial number of publications. Meanwhile German psychoanalytic social 
psychology rooted in critical theory has served as inspiration within educational, 
cultural and work life research. These are two distinctive traditions that have 
developed through several decades of theoretical and methodological work, 
research publications and practical organisational activity leading to 
sophisticated, detailed analyses of modern work life recognising the significance 
of the unconscious. Thus, the topic in question is investigated and discussed by 
means of selecting a number of "classical" texts and publications and 
consequently putting certain relevant contributions aside. The virtue of classical 
texts in this setting might be considered as how these texts define a subsequent 
"canon" of theoretical and methodological scholarship and hence shape the 
thinking and research practice of subsequent researchers within the field 
(SAVAGE, 2005). [2]
2. Psychoanalytic Work Life and Organisational Research
A high-profile cultural workshop, representing a radical drive to bring culture to all, 
faced a number of problems. In reality the people who joined the activities were 
not the citizens that the workshop was set out to attract. The workshop 
employees had great difficulties perceiving the problems, they lacked initiative 
and the workshop found itself in a deadlock where nothing really happened 
(SCHORN, 1994, 1996). [3]
An old people's home has had major problems with some of its employees and 
their qualifications, which seem inadequate or inappropriate. The work tasks have 
exposed quality problems, which have led to dissatisfactory treatment of the 
elderly. The newly appointed manager was frustrated and perplexed as to how he 
could understand the problems and not least how—and if—he could solve them 
(OBHOLZER & ZAVIER, 1994). [4]
Psychoanalytic organisational and work life research is concerned with 
understanding how work, organisations and individuals are affected by psychic 
dynamics, the influence of the unconscious in various forms of human 
development and interaction situated in a societal context. The cases in focus 
crystallise the following questions: How can we understand the problems in the 
old people's home and the cultural workshop; how can these be analysed and 
what actions and strategies can be developed and implemented? In a broader 
perspective the principal conceptual work focuses on: why do people go to work 
in modern society? How do they do their work, what problems or satisfaction do 
they find and what ambitions do they fulfil? What conflicts are embedded in work 
life and what perceptions and fantasies do professionals and clients have 
regarding management, colleagues, clients, work products, their history and their 
future? How do human resources, development perspectives, power 
constellations, social and political factors affect how the individual worker and the 
staff as a whole act and find professional and personal gratification? As illustrated 
in the cases presented here, psychoanalytic work life and organisational research 
takes a point of departure in everyday work life and its features and problems and 
as a predominantly empirical science seeks to "translate" everyday phenomena 
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into epistemological and methodological forms of inquiry: in the Tavistock 
application often into consultancy-based change processes and analyses derived 
from this and in psychoanalytic social psychology into interpretive (innovative) 
representations of modern working life (LEITHÄUSER, MEYERHUBER & 
SCHOTTMAYER, 2009, p.316). There is a great variety of empirical data: 
typically in depth interviews with individuals or groups, informal conversations, 
consultancy-based dialogues and discussions, observations or field work, 
document and text analysis, drawings, artefacts and spatial relationships. 
Organisational development and consultation are often paramount. The 
fundamental view is that organisations do not merely pursue consciously 
formulated tasks and functions, since unconscious processes also influence task 
performance and the experience of stress (MOSSE, 1994, p.1; LEITHÄUSER et 
al., 2009). Organisations serve as projection screens for various subjective 
feelings such as anxiety, defence and identification. The key factor in 
psychoanalytic oriented organisational analysis is the importance and implications 
of the unconscious (MENZIES LYTH, 1989, p.28). The Tavistock organisational 
analysts provide insight into organisational life, establish free space for reflection, 
where entrenched and unconstructive patterns and responses can be discarded 
(MILLER, 1999). The organisational consultant retains a visible presence in the 
organisation, when the client's chosen actions are implemented to cope with 
setbacks and regressions (MENZIES LYTH, 1989, p.33). OBHOLZER (1994b, 
p.210) describes the consultant's role as "licensed stupidity", where her capacity 
as non-member of the organisation gives her the liberty to ask naive questions 
about the nature of structures and policies. When studying work life the dialectic 
between individuals, people in groups and societal structures is in focus. This 
requires combining psychology, culture and gender theory and social theory. The 
theories in question have developed their interface for the dialectic between the 
subject and the societal. In the Tavistock tradition the organisation is defined as a 
social arena where the subjective meets the societal, while psychoanalytic social 
psychology reconstructs the distorted power and oppression features of society 
from a subjective perspective. The epistemological ambition is to transcend 
individual phenomena and adapt these into larger frameworks. It is a crucial point 
with far-reaching consequences that societal organisation and power relations 
appear in distorted forms, which can thus only be understood through the 
development of a critical historical consciousness and a sociological imagination. 
Theory must be able to translate the concepts it offers from an outside point of 
view into the concepts and understandings that the object has about itself, and 
thereby dissolve the tension between the possible and the real. Both factors are 
linked to each other and in this way the theory is thus inevitably critical 
(ADORNO, 1998 [1963]). [5]
© 2012 FQS http://www.qualitative-research.net/
